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There is an old saying: " The Church is built upon 
the blood of martyrsi" 


Certainly, Christ, the €irst martyr, is the cornerstone 
of the Church. ; 


On the day after Christmas, we cekbrate the feast of 
St. Stephen who was stoned to death after preaching in public 
about Christ as the Messiah. 


: 
St. Augustine later said: " If Stephen had not prayed, 
the Church would not have gained Paul." St. Stephen's martyrdom 
prepared the -way for St. Paul's conversion. 


In the early Church, the word for martyr in Greek literally 
meant * witness’. However, so many of the early Christians were 
killed for their witness to Christ that ‘martyr’ came to mean 
* a person who was put to death for his or her faith'. 


Soon, when the Church began to organize itself, individal 
persons who had been put to death for their witness to Christ 
began to be venerated as ‘martyrs'. The bones of these martyrs 
were preserved and respected as sacred relics. 


During the early days of the Church, mass was often 
celebrated in secret in the catacombs on top of the graves 
of the Christian martyrs of Rome. Here the Cpurch literally 
was built on the tombs of the martyrs. 


A tradition soon developed in which each altar of a 
new Church contained a relic of a martyr. In this way, the 
martyrs continued to form the foundation of the Church. 


Later, after the Church achieved a stable place in 
European society, fewer Christians were put to death for their 
faith. At this time, the monastic life began to flourish. 


Monks and nuns came to understand their vocations as 
* a martyrdom without shedding blood’. 


Local Churches began to include * Confessors' and 'Virging' 
among their categories of saints. In this way, the relics of holy 
men and women who were not kilted for their faittcould be vencratéd. 
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It was not until the sixth century that a list of the 
names of martyrs was first gathered by the Church. Even then, 
the veneration of saints was generally informal and spontaneous. 


Finally, in 1584 Pope Gregory XIII approved the Roman 
martyrology which has become the official list of the martyrs 6f 
the Cpyurch. 


North America has its traditional martyrs too. In the 
middle of the seventeenth century the Jesuits Jean de Brebeuf, 
Gabriel Lalemant, Antoine Daniel, Charles Garnier, Noel Chabanel, 
Issac Jogues, Rene Goupil, and Jean de la Lande were all killed 
by Iroquois for preaching about Christ. 


At the same time,.dazens of Christian Lroquois were killed 
by their relatives who understood their conversion to Christianity 
as a traitorious act against the Iroquois nation. 


Although these deaths must be understood as part of a 
larger conflict between the ENglish and the French who were 
both struggling to gain dominance in the New World, there is no 
question that the martyrs were also killed for their direct 
witness to Christ. 


After the conquest of the New World had been consolidated, 
and Christianity had become the dominant relition of North America, 
martyrdom in the trattitional sense no longer occurred. 


Within this context it is extremely importarit to consider 
the recent canonization of Fr. Maximilian Kolbe. POpe J,hn Paul 
gave, on October 10, 1982, the title to the saint: " Martyr ‘ 
of love of Auschwitz". 


St. Maximilian Kolbe watched while a guard rounded up 
ten men to be put to death in the concentration camp. Then he 
simply stepped forward and asked the guard if he might take the 
place of one of the men who was a father of a family. 


The guard accepted the saiht&$& offer. The men were then 
placed in a bunker and left to starve to death. After twd weeks, 
since Fre Maximilian was still alive, he was given a lethal 
injection and died on August 14, 1941. 


In contrast to the early Christian martyrs who directly 
preached a witness to Christ, St. Maximilian simply carried out 
the words of Cyrist: " Greater love has no man than this, that 
a man lay down his life for his friends." ( Jn 15: 13) 


In his remarks at the Canonization, Pope John Paul ended 
his sermon with the following questions: 


" Does not this death, faced Spontaneously, for love 
of man, constitute a particular fulfilment of the words of Christ?" 


“ Does not such a death possess a particular and penetraing 
eloquence for our age?" 


" Does not this death constitute a particularly authentic 
witness of the Church in the modern world?" 


Then the Pope concluded: " And So, in virtue of my apostolic 
authority I have decreed that Maximilian Maria Kolbe, who, after 
this Beatification, was venerated as a Confessor, shall henceforward 
be venerated also as a Martyr!" 


John Paul's interpretation of martyrdom as the simple, 
but complete, gift of life for another person means that many 
people today may be living a hidden martyr's vocation. 


In a contemporary context in which the word * martyr‘ 
is often used in a negative way, it is inspiring to think 
thatt the traditional Christian vocation to martyrdom 
continues to fundtion as the hidden foundation upon which 
the Church is built. 
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